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 Carthage fell in 146 BC: That is two thousand, one hundred and sixty-five
years ago. So, what does this have to do with our modern era? The answer to

this question has less to do with the Punic Wars, or the Carthaginians
themselves, and more with the legend that the Romans created after their
demise. Notably, this applies to the Augustan era's poets, historians, and

propaganda machine that utilized the memory of Carthage as an eternal evil
that could rise from its dormancy at any moment if Rome's enemies were not

suppressed. 

 Even so, Augustan literature cannot simply be reduced to 'propaganda'
either; these works were art and still exist today as some of the most

emotionally compelling narratives in the corpus of ancient literature. As a
result, it comes as no surprise that when Western European filmmakers

wanted to create works that highlighted their societal anxieties, they turned
to ancient sources such as Virgil's Aeneid and Livy's Roman History. These

works were the perfect choice for modern directors since they discussed
Roman political debates while engaging the audience with their dramatic

narratives. Even so, recreations of the Punic wars in later years came with a
vital difference: although the construction of a noble nation against a

dangerous 'other' functioned as the framework for these stories, the elements
used to portray the Carthaginians evolved.

 Fast forward two thousand and fifty-eight years into the future, 1914, when
Giovani Pastrone's cinematic masterpiece Cabiria was released. The epic film
became an international success and was even played on the White House's

lawn, making it the first film ever shown on the Executive Mansion's
property. The Carthaginian legend was reproduced again in this film, but this

time, it was to position the Italians against North Africans, particularly
Libyans, whom they aimed to colonize during this period. When World War

Two started, Mussolini used the legend to demonize Abyssinians and the
Jewish people in the film Scipio Africanus; The Defeat of Hannibal (Dir.

Gallone, 1937). After that, the story reappeared in Hannibal (Dir. Ulmer,
1959) to promote a message for peace, but only if one fits the proper

standards. In each of these iterations, the legend of Carthage continues to
change based on the socio-political context surrounding the time and place

they were created. Furthermore, while the stories may change in each
iteration, they developed in reaction to one another and to the Augustan

propaganda that produced the myth in the first place. 
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 Augustus typically lives on in Western European history as the
'god-like', young-adult, founder of the Roman empire. As

impressive as this feat is, it is likely that the traditional, post-
Republic Romans, living in the aftermath of the civil wars that
began around 49 BC, were unlikely to accept Augustus as their
sole ruler with open arms. Therefore, Augustus designed tactful
and eloquent propaganda to subtly persuade the Roman citizen
populous that he was 'saving the Republic' and the status quo of

Rome, even if people were not particularly fond of his leadership.
Historians and poets like Horace, Virgil, Livy, and Propertius

utilized the Carthaginians, the greatest threat to Rome in the most
recent historical memory, to justify Augustus's rise to sole rule
over the nation. They depicted the Carthaginians as militarily

impressive but overzealous, sexually perverse, transgressive to the
Roman religion, and susceptible to their nature of treachery,
referred to as "Punic Faith." Therefore, likening Augustus to

heroes of the past, such as Scipio Africanus, while emphasizing the
traits of the Carthaginians when describing Roman foes, such as
the Egyptians, created the notion that without Augustus's moral
clarity to thwart these enemies, the Roman nation could cease to

exist. 
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 Cabiria developed the image of Carthaginians presented in
Augustan literature to project a new construction of the 'other'
that promotes Italy's continued presence in Libya, beginning in

1911. The film's characterization of the Carthaginians varied
depending on their loyalty to the Roman state and their likelihood
of turning against other North Africans to assimilate into Roman
society despite their likelihood of becoming second-class citizens

once they are a part of The Republic. While the film suggests that
some Punic peoples are redeemable, Cabiria alludes to

Carthaginians as ancient renditions of contemporary minorities,
such as Libyans and Jews, to subtly suggest that the Carthaginian

threat is still at large. Hence, it comes as no surprise that this
propaganda film also made its way into North American
residential schools to promote assimilation. Notably, this

widespread distribution of the film included multiple screenings at
The Carlisle Indian Industrial School. The screening was effective
because this film was a prime example of the colonial ideologies
also prevalent in North American spaces, demonstrating the role
this new construction of the Carthaginians had when the film was

released. 
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 Scipio Africanus; The Defeat of Hannibal, could have
been a cinematic masterpiece if it lacked the fascist

influence that inspired its creation. The film was
remarkable for its time on account of its rich soundtrack,
acting performances, astounding set pieces, several real-
life elephants, and well-choreographed battle sequences.

Even so, rather than solely being presented as an epic
drama of a time past, the intention behind the film was to

justify The Italian-Abyssinian War and establish a
precedent for the discriminatory race laws that were

introduced to Italian society just a year after the film was
released. In Scipio Africanus; The Defeat of Hannibal, the
Carthaginians are not given the chance at vindication that
they were in Cabiria. Now, those who exist outside of the

Roman, and therefore Italian, racial identity are
designated as peoples who are a monolith entirely
incapable of redemption under any circumstances.

Therefore, this film built upon the responses to Augustan
literature presented in Cabiria and emphasized the

mentality associated with 'Punic Faith' to establish that
the people the Carthaginians represent carry the same

traits of untrustworthiness and malice inside them.
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After World War Two, Western European ideologies shifted
drastically, as demonstrated in the film Hannibal, also

known as Annibale to Italian audiences. Although this film
was not intended to be a particularly impactful or thought-
provoking work and was aimed to entertain, the ideologies

presented in the film reflect the sentiments of the time, which
included striving to rebuild connections between Western

European countries. Thus, in this film, the Carthaginians are
given traits that suggest they are misunderstood, only
intending to protect themselves and have the ability to

change their ways. Even so, the moral purity of the
Carthaginians is communicated to the audience by

distancing them from the orientalist, 'barbaric' stereotypes
associated with them in earlier films. Hannibal even makes

homage to Scipio Africanus, The Defeat of Hannibal, by
inverting the elements that initially demonized the

Carthaginians in the earlier film. Hence, the depiction of the
Carthaginians as redeemable is only communicated in this
film through their proximity to White, Western-European

identity. 
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